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Paris. Celmins took the spiderweb as a subject in 1998, again looking at 
scientific photographs in magazines. The image is made through erasure of 
a charcoal ground, but here the technique creates the illusion of a drawn 
line. In the two most recent spider web images, Celmins returned to working 
with pencil, letting the image emerge by varying the exposure of the paper 
but also overworking the areas close to the edges with charcoal, a new 
combination of materials and methods of drawing. Celmins works on only 
one drawing at a time and has sometimes alternated the subjects of the 
night sky and the spider web. All these works are more intimate, physical, 
and sensual than the earlier drawings in pencil. 

Gary Garrels 

Chief Curator and Deputy Director of Exhibitions and Public Programs 
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This exhibition focuses on the drawings of American artist Vija Celmins, made over a 
forty-year period, from 1967 to the present. While Celmins is equally well-known for her 
paintings and her prints, drawings are of essential importance in her work. She earned an 
MFAfrom UCLA between 1962 and 1964 and then lived in Venice, California, until 1981, 
when she moved to New York City, where she currently lives and works. In the drawings 
from the first half of her career, she employed acrylic wash and graphite, slowly and 
carefully building up the surface and allowing the white ground to reveal itself as light 
playing across the image. In 1983 Celmins abandoned drawing for painting, and when she 
returned to the medium in 1994, she began working in charcoal, developing a surface and 
then erasing so that the white ground would emerge as highlights. 

From the beginning Celmins worked with photographs. She has stated that drawing 
has allowed her “to redescribe the photograph through touch.” In her early drawings, 
made just as American involvement in Vietnam was heightening, she worked primarily 
from photographs from World War II. By 1968 the first photographs taken on the moon 
became available, and she made drawings based on these and on later photographs from 
Mars. Celmins also began taking her own pictures—photographing the ocean from the 
piers in Venice and Santa Monica and later photographing the desert floor on trips to 
Death Valley and other California deserts. Drawings were done with different grades of 
graphite, “pushing each to its limit.” 

Celmins has said that she likes “to work with impossible images, impossible because 
they are non-specific, too big, spaces unbound.” For Celmins, the image “is just a sort of 
armature on which I hang my marks and make my art.” She calls this “building a dense 
and multileveled structure—you could say it alludes to a denser experience of life.” She is 
interested not in traditional composition, but in an art that is without embellishment, that 
is flat and still. She sees drawing as an internal process: “Drawing is evidence of thinking, 
evidence of going from one place to another.” In Celmins’s drawings, these places are at 
once intimate and grand, particular and universal, but each is distinctly known through 
the eye and intelligence of a singular artist. 


VIJ A CELMINS: A DRAWINGS RETROSPECTIVE 
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ROOM ONE 


Almost all the images in these early drawings are based on clippings from 
newspapers and magazines. Celmins has described the drawings as “portraits" 
of the images. She began by laying down an acrylic wash, allowing the • 
edges of the paper to be seen, establishing the image and the paper as 
distinct from each other, a practice that she has continued through her most 
recent work. She then meticulously copied the printed images, in one-to-one 
scale, including distortions from the printing process. Most of the photo¬ 
graphs were taken during the Second World War, a time when Celmins’s 
family fled their native Latvia, and are scenes of destruction, potential 
violence, or disaster. She made these drawings at a period of intensification 
of the Vietnam War. In a work depicting a letter from her mother, Celmins 
copied her mother’s handwriting. This is the only work with collage; what 
appear to be stamps are each separate, miniature drawings, which the artist 
then cut out and glued to the larger sheet. 


ROOM TWO 


In the drawings in this gallery, which were made soon after those shown 
in the previous gallery, Celmins has moved from historical images to a 
dramatically contemporary subject—the first pictures of the surface of the 
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moon and of Mars. The first of these drawings shares the same format as 
the earlier works. In the next one she filed in the background by repeating 
the image outside the frame, and in the third she abandoned the separate 
interior image, creating only an overall and relatively abstract field. Celmins 
has said that she became increasingly interested in the making of the image 
itself, without reference to subject, allusion, or history. In these pictures, 
however, she was fascinated by the processes by which the image came to 
be—starting out as electronic digital images sent back from spacecraft, 
which were assembled into a legible image by computers, then printed in 
magazines and newspapers, and finally transformed by the artist into a 
finished drawing through an intensive process of making pencil markings. 


ROOM THREE 


Celmins at this time also began taking her own simple, small, black-and- 
white photographs of the ocean from the Venice and Santa Monica Piers. 
She then began a series of drawings based on these photographs but 
increased their scale. As in all her drawings done in pencil, the image is 
formed by different strokes and densities of marks; highlights are created 
by allowing a portion of the paper support to remain visible. In the ocean 
drawings she would generally work from the lower right corner across the 
sheet to the upper left corner, intensely scrutinizing the photograph next 
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to the drawing, transferring and transforming the image. Ideally the viewer 
should look at the finished drawings from various distances. From far away 
the image appears to expand dramatically outward, but at very close proximity 
it dissolves into the complex strokes of the pencil. Celmins does not think of 
the drawings in the traditional sense as windows into reality. She is interested 
not in the subject of the ocean, but in understanding the act of perception, 
both for herself and for the viewer. 


ROOM FOUR 


By 1973 Celmins had begun taking photographs of the desert floor in 
California and was collecting photographs of the night sky from observatories. 
This room is devoted to drawings in which she explores subtle alterations in 
the perception of these two subjects through shifts in scale, changes in the 
materials used to make the drawings, and juxtapositions of the images. The 
series of drawings of the Coma Berenices, an astronomical section of the sky, 
are drawn with different pencils, ranging from soft to hard, so that the tone 
varies from gray to almost black. The depictions of the desert floor show 
the same detail, but in each image there is a slight shift in scale. When the 
two bodies of work are paired, the differences are dramatic: the night sky, in 
contrast to its natural appearance, has a central focus, while the desert floor 
has been disengaged from a larger landscape and is now almost completely 






abstract, In the night skies the areas of the paper that have not been covered 
with pencil appear as bright highlights, which form the ostensible subject, 
while in the desert drawings the artist has used the pencil to render what 
appear to be shadows, creating the illusion of small rocks in relief. 


ROOM FIVE 


This gallery includes later ocean drawings, among them the last ocean drawing 
from 1977, in which almost all sense of motion has been stilled and any sense 
of incident on the surface has been neutralized, There is almost no indication 
of a horizon, and Celmins has attempted to make the accumulation of pencil 
marks appear as even and flat as possible, so that the paper support and the 
field of the image are almost seamlessly united. To make this challenge even 
more difficult, in two of the drawings Celmins has created the illusion of an 
almost invisible X across the surface, not by drawing straight lines, but by 
interrupting the pencil marks so that the X emerges from where those lines do 
not touch. This gallery also includes two of the last three drawings Celmins 
made in pencil, which show light-filled night skies. In these images the 
untouched areas of the paper contrast sharply with the pencil marks, which are 
as deeply saturated as possible. Celmins has said of these drawings that she 
realized that they were less about drawing than about painting, and after making 
them, she abandoned drawing for eleven years in order to pursue painting. 
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ROOM SIX 


In 1994 Celmins returned to drawing but began working with charcoal rather 
than pencil. Reversing her earlier process, she would mask out the edge 
of the paper and saturate the sheet with charcoal, rubbed in repeatedly by 
hand. With erasures she would work back into the sheet of paper, gradually 
allowing an image to emerge. In the series Untitled #/, Untitled #2, and 
Untitled #3, very different treatments of the paper surface are apparent, 
with the texture allowed to remain visible to varying degrees. Celmins also 
produced different overall light effects by varying the extent to which the 
paper support is revealed. Virtually impossible to read from a distance, these 
drawings pull the viewer in. The pair of drawings of night skies made from 
photographs taken by the Hubble Space Telescope show the same image 
rendered with very nuanced differences, and in the treatment of the erasures 
they are akin to gestural drawings, recalling the influence of Abstract 
Expressionism on Celmins’s very early work. 


ROOM SEVEN 


The last gallery includes works from the past ten years. The most recently 
completed drawing, which depicts a spider web, was finished just prior 
to the opening of this retrospective last fall at the Centre Pompidou in 







Web 1, 1999, Kohle auf Papier, 56.5 x 64.8 cm; Courtesy Anthony d’Offay Gallery, London 


Vija .Celmins - Gezeichnete Bilder 


Die Ausstellung «Vija Celmins - Gezeichnete Bilder» konzentriert 
sich auf eine Werkgruppe, die im CEuvre der Kunstlerin von 
zentraler Bedeutung ist: Zeichnungen bilden seit 1968 neben 01- 
bildern, Objekten und Installationen die wichtigste Darstellungs- 
form von Vija Celmins. Doch den Auftakt ihres kiinstlerischen 
Schaffens bestimmte nicht das Medium der Zeichnung, sondern 
die Olmalerei. 


Die Anfange in den 60er Jahren 

Friihe eigenstandige Olbilder entstanden zu Beginn der 60er Jahre. In 
Abgrenzung gegen den damals dominanten Abstrakten Expressionis- 
mus 1 begann Vija Celmins gegenstandliche Bilder zu malen. Werke von 
Jasper Johns und die Schriften von Ad Reinhardt waren fur sie Anlass, 
nach einer neuen authentischen Malweise zu suchen. 

«lch erinnere mich daran, dass ich von einem Essay von Ad Reinhardt 
sehr beeindruckt war. [...] Er definierte 12 technische Regeln, wie gewis- 


se Dinge in der Malerei zu vermeiden Oder zu erreichen seien - das gefiel 
mir. Keine Textur, keine Pinselspuren oder Kalligraphie, kein Skizzieren 
Oder Zeichnen. Da siehst du, dass ich zwar gezeichnet, aber nicht skiz- 
ziert habe. Letztendlich habe ich die Malerei zur Seite gelegt: Form, 
Design, Farbe, und wie ich glaubte, auch die Erfindung. [...] Ich war fas- 
ziniert davon, so viel wie moglich wegzulassen.» 2 
Die Kunstlerin bezieht sich im Gesprach mit Chuck Close auf den Vortrag 
«Zwolf Regeln fur eine Neue Akademie.» 3 , den Ad Reinhardt im Jahre 
1957 gehalten hatte. Darin forderte Reinhardt dazu auf, die Mittel der 
Malerei extrem zu reduzieren und zu objektivieren, urn so zu einer reinen, 
elementaren Kunst zu gelangen. 

Celmins neue Bildstrategie zeichnete sich von nun an durch eine kon- 
sequente Zurucknahme sowohl des Motivs, als auch der Wiedergabe 
von Farbe, Raum, Komposition und malerischer Geste aus. Im Kontext 
der aufkommenden Pop Art begann sie, Gegenstande aus ihrem nach- 
sten Umfeld zu malen. Als Bildmotive bestimmte sie aber nicht, wie 
Warhol, in den Ikonenstatus versetzte Konsumguter, sondern sie wahlte 


unscheinbare Haushaltsobjekte aus ihrem Atelier, die einem Anstrich 
von Secondhandcharakter hatten. 

Auf eigentumliche Weise der Wirklichkeit entruckt scheinen ein altmodi- 
scher Heizofen, eine Bratpfanne Oder eine Kochplatte. Aus den erzahle- 
rischen Zusammenhangen isoliert, stehen sie in naturlicher Grosse domi¬ 
nant im Bildzentrum, entweder, wie die Kochplatte, auf einer schmalen 
Abstellflache, Oder aber sie erscheinen, wie der Warmestrahler, vor ei¬ 
nem dunklen, undefinierbaren Hintergrund. Die Farbgebung dieser di- 
stanziert wirkenden Stilleben zeichnet sich durch eine zuruckhaltende 
Grautonigkeit aus, die einzig durch sparsame orange-rote Farbakzente 
belebt wird. Die Elektrogerate sind zwar mit einem elektrischen Kabel 
versehen, jedoch fur den Betrachter unsichtbar am Strom angeschlos- 
sen; sie gluhen. Es entsteht der Eindruck einer dumpfen Stille, in der die 
leblosen Objekte mit Eigenleben aufgeladen werden. Durch dieses Ver- 
fahren erhalten die Stilleben der 60er Jahre eine unheimliche Qualitat, 
eine quasi wesenhafte Ausstrahlung (Abb. Hot Plate, 1964). 

Bilder der Erinnerung 

In einem nachsten Schritt begann Celmins nach fotografischen Schwarz- 
weiss-Vorlagen zu malen. Die Verwendung einer Fotografie als Vorlage 
war dabei eng mit dem Erinnerungsprozess verknupft. Erstmals getrennt 
von ihrer Familie lebend, beschaftigte sie sich intensiv mit Gedanken an 
ihre Kindheit, an die Kriegsjahre in Lettland und Deutschland. Sie begann 
nach alten Fotografien in Biichern und Zeitschriften zu suchen. 

«Das erste Mai als ich mich der Fotografie als Bildvorlage bediente war 
tatsachlich dann, als ich von meiner Familie getrennt war und alleine 
lebte. Ich hatte Bucherladen durchsucht, urn Bucher und kleine Aus- 
schnitte von Flugzeugen und zerbombten Kriegsschauplatzen zu finden 
- Bilder der Erinnerung.» 4 

Thematisch wechselte sie nun von der hauslichen Sphare der Alltagsob- 
jekte uber zur Darstellung von Bildern aus dem zweiten Weltkrieg. Bei 
den Schwarzweiss-Vorlagen aus dieser Zeit war die Kunstlerin von der 
Tonskala der Grauwerte fasziniert. So entstand 1966 eine Serie von 
Gemalden mit Kampfflugzeugen in Grisaille. Das abgebildete Beispiel, 
«Suspended Plane» 1966, zeigt eine fliegende Propellermaschine, deren 
Bewegung erstarrt zu sein scheint. Isoliert aus Zeit und Kontext schwebt 
das Flugzeug in leichter Unscharfe am Himmel, eher ein riesenhaftes Tier 
als eine Kriegsmaschine (Abb. Suspended Plane, 1966). 

Motive der Gleichformigkeit 

Nachdem Celmins in den 60er Jahren Olbilder gemalt hatte, vollzog sie 
1968 den entscheidenden Schritt zur Zeichnung, die das Schaffen der 
nachsten 20 Jahre bestimmen sollte. 

Mit dem Wechsel des Mediums war auch eine Ausrichtung auf neue 
Motive verbunden. Nach den dramatischen Szenen der Kriegsbilder rich- 
tete sich ihr Interesse nun auf «Motive der Gleichformigkeit und Aus- 
druckslosigkeit» 5 . Ausblicke in unermesslich weite Raume der Natur 
oder des Universums wurden in kleinformatigen Zeichnungen kompri- 
miert: eine gekrauselte Meeresoberflache des Ozeans, flache, ausge- 
trocknete Wustenboden, sprode Schneeverwehungen, Mondoberfla- 
chen und dunkle Nachthimmel. 

Menschenleere und Grautonigkeit bestimmen die gewahlten Bilder. Ent- 
fernt von jeglicher romantischer Bildsprache appellieren sie nicht an 
Sentimentalist, sondern sie bestechen durch ihre Nuchternheit. Das 



Hot Plate 1964, 01 auf Leinwand, 63.5 x 88.9 cm, Sammlung Renee and David 
McKee, Courtesy McKee Gallery, New York 



Suspended Plane, 1966, 01 auf Leinwand, 40.6 x 68.6 cm, Sammlung der 
Kunstlerin, Courtesy McKee Gallery, New York 


Grau spielt dabei eine entscheidende Rolle. Die Absenz von Farbe resul- 
tiert nicht nur aus der Vorliebe fur Grautone, sondern sie ist, im Sinne von 
Ad Reinhardt, auch eine konzeptionelle Entscheidung der Kunstlerin, die 
dramatische Qualitat von Farbe zu vermeiden. Der neutrale Charakter 
des Graus wirkt betont asketisch und distanziert die Darstellung von 
illusionistischer Realitatsbeschreibung. Damit wird die Aufmerksamkeit 
auf das Wesentliche gelenkt, auf die Flache und deren physikalische Er- 
scheinungsqualitaten. 

Mit der so erzielten Distanz zur Wirklichkeit erhalten die Motive eine neue 
Bedeutung. Die dargestellten Raume sind weder bewohnbar, noch geo- 
graphisch bestimmbar; sie sind ortlos. Es sind eher vergeistigte Orte, die 
jenseits einer empirisch fassbaren Realitat zu lokalisieren waren. Die 
Grisaille betont den essentiellen Charakter der Wasserflachen und Sand- 
boden und weist ihnen einen universell gultigen Charakter zu. 

Mit dem Wechsel des Mediums erreichte Celmins eine konsequente Er- 
weiterung des Grisaille-Charakters ihrer fruhen Werke. In den Graphit- 
zeichnungen verfolgte sie die Nuancierung der Tonwerte bis an die Gren- 
zen der technischen Perfektion. Oft verwendete sie dieselbe Vorlage fur 
mehrere Bilder. So erprobte sie zum Beispiel in der Serie von 1972-73, 
in den «7 steps» betitelten Ozeanbildern, die unterschiedlichen Harte- 











grade des Graphits, indem sie mit ausserster Akribie und mit fast wissen- 
schaftlicher Neugier dasselbe Motiv in unterschiediichen Gradationen 
wiederholte. Jedes Bild erhielt dabei seine eigene «physische Prasenz 
jenseits einer ldee» 6 , ganz im Sinne der eingangs erwahnten 12 Regeln 
von Ad Reinhardt. 

Auf dem abgebildeten Beispiel (Abb. Untitled (Ocean with Cross No.l), 
1971) fiigte die Kiinstlerin ein feines, kaum sichtbares Diagonal-Kreuz 
ein, das die Autonomie der Zeichenflache betont und das Bildmotiv zu- 
satzlich verfremdet. 

«My instinct is to try to build and to fill.» 

Die dezidierte Wertschatzung der Kiinstlerin von Grautonen und Flachig- 
keit machte die Schwarzweissfotografie zu einer geeigneten Ausgangs- 
lage fur ihre zeichnerischen Reflexionen. Mit der Verwendung einer Foto- 
grafie suchte sie eine innere Distanz zum Sujet und erreichte damit eine 
starkere Konzentration auf den Prozess des Abtastens der Oberflache. 
Quellen ihrer Bildmotive bildeten Fotografien, die sie selber aufgenommen 
hatte, Oder lllustrationen aus Zeitschriften und Buchern. Die Vorlage lag 
wahrend der Arbeit neben der Kiinstlerin. Gelegentlich bediente sie sich bei 
der Ubertragung der komplexen Materie einer Rasterquadrierung. 

Obwohl nach fotografischen Vorlagen gearbeitet, besitzen Celmins Zeich- 
nungen einen hohen Grad an Ungegenstandlichkeit. Die Vorlage ist fur sie 
nur ein praktisches Hilfsmittel. Celmins kopiert das fotografische Vorbild 
nicht, sondern beniitzt es als eine Art Geriist, um einen neuen verdichteten 
Bildraum aufzubauen, eine transformierte Realitat zu schaffen. Sie bricht 
die Oberflache auf, um sie unter neuen Gesetzmassigkeiten wieder zusam- 
menzusetzen. Dabei tritt ihre Personlichkeit hinter das Motiv zuriick, indem 
sie die Subjektivitat der Handschrift auf ein Minimum reduziert. 

Es sind langsame Bilder, die Celmins zeichnet. Schichten entstehen 
durch viele, winzige zeichnerische Einheiten, die eine enorme Verdich- 
tung des Motivs bewirken. Die einzelnen Gesten sind dabei kaum sicht- 
bar, aber es ist zu spilren, dass das «Allover» durch feinste Strichtechnik 
entstanden ist. Jedes Detail wird mit Sorgfalt behandelt und steht unter 
den gleichen hierarchischen Bedingungen der Flache. Mit der zeitlich 
ausgedehnten Bearbeitung des Motivs und der Differenzierung der Tech- 
nik, wird die Vorlage verdichtet und auf diese Weise das Bild eines fixier- 
ten Augenblicks affektiv aufgeladen. Der investierte Zeitaufwand zeigt 
sich augenfallig an der Oberflache der Darstellung. Die physikalische 
Qualitat des Materials Kohle gibt der Zeichnung eine korperhafte, taktile 
Qualitat. Je nach Dichte der Ausfiihrung erinnern die Schwarzwerte der 
Kohle an dunklen Samt oder grauen Filz. 

Der Umgang mit dem Medium Graphit und Kohle, der dichte, mehrschich- 
tige Strukturen entstehen lasst, wirkt sehr malerisch. Die Kiinstlerin sel¬ 
ber vergleicht ihr Vorgehen beim Zeichen und Malen mit der Tatigkeit des 
«Bauens und Fiillens», mit dem «Verdichten bis etwas wirklich gefullt 
ist» 7 . Der Wunsch nach Verdichtung fiihrte die Kiinstlerin in den 80er 
Jahren wieder in die Malerei zuriick. 

Ozeane 

In den spaten 60er und zu Beginn der 70er Jahre entstanden die Graphit- 
Zeichnungen von Wellenflachen des Ozeans. Sie basieren auf Fotografien, 
die Celmins auf ihren Spaziergangen und Reisen aufgenommen hatte. 

In der Serie dieser Wasserbilder lasst sich ein Zeitmoment fassen, das mit 
der Differenz von fotografischem Augenblick und Realisation in der Zeich- 



Starfield II (Moving out), 1982, Graphit auf acrylgrundiertem Papier, 47.6 x 68.6 cm; 
The Collection of Marguerite and Robert Hoffmann 


nung zu tun hat. In einem Sekundenbruchteil wird die Formation der sich 
unruhig krauselnden Wellen stillgestellt und der Bruchteil einer Sekunde 
eingefangen, den die Tragheit des menschlichen Auges nicht erfassen 
kann. Eine Bewegung wird in der Erstarrung festgehalten - ein visuelles 
Paradox sichtbar gemacht. Durch die Zeichnung verwandelt sich dieses 
Moment und dehnt sich in der Zeit aus: Die Wasseroberflache geht in eine 
Topographie aus Wellentalern und -bergen uber, aufgebaut aus Licht- und 
Schattentonen in den verschiedensten Grauwerten des Graphits. Die stoff- 
liche Qualitat des Wassers scheint hier in etwas Dauerhaftes umgewandelt 
worden zu sein, das der Momenthaftigkeit zu widerstehen scheint. 

Nachthimmel 

In den 80er Jahren begann Celmins sternenubersate Nachthimmel mit 
Kohle zu zeichnen. Im abgebildeten Beispiel «Starfield ll» von 1982 wird 
eine dunkle, samtene Oberflache von fein gestreuten Lichtpunkten durch- 
brochen. Einige der Himmelskorper strahlen sehr hell, sind scharf be- 
grenzt, andere scheinen fast erloschen in einem diffusen Streulicht und 
suggerieren die Tiefe eines unendlichen Universums (Abb. Starfield II 
(Moving out), 1982). In anderen Zeichnungen dieses Typus, wie beispiels- 
weise in Untitled No. 9 (Abb. Untitled No. 9 (for Felix), 1994-1995) ver- 
dichten sich die Lichtpunkte stellenweise zu kosmischen Konstellationen, 
zu Galaxien oder Kometen. Licht entsteht hier nicht durch Weisshohung, 
sondern durch ein Aussparen des Papiergrundes. Sorgfaltig baut die 
Kiinstlerin den Kohlestaub um die hellen Offnungen herum auf. «lch zeich- 
ne sie [die Sterne], indem ich sie nicht zeichne. Sie werden ausgespart, 
so dass das Papier zu einem integralen Bestandteil des Werkes wird.» 8 
Bei der Arbeit erwies sich die Zeichenkohle als aussert widerspenstiges 
Material in der Handhabung: «lch stellte test, dass Kohle unglaublich 
lebendig ist. Du blast leicht drauf und schon ist sie verschwunden. Sie ist 
ein bisschen wie Staub, und das hat mir Miihe gemacht. Ich glaube, ich 
habe aus dem Staub ein allzu bestimmtes Bild zu formen versucht. Doch 
ich habe Staub immer gemocht. Ich wollte namlich schon vor langer Zeit 
einmal ein Werk aus Staub machen.» 9 

Die beschriebene Materialist des Kohlestaubs ist fur den Betrachter am 
Werk sinnlich erlebbar. Die mehrschichtigen Gebilde strahlen in ihrer Dichte 
eine korperhafte Prasenz aus, so dass sich der Betrachter direkt ins Innere 



Untitled # 9 (for Felix), 1994-1995, Kohle auf Papier, 43.2 x 55.9 cm; Privatbesitz Turin 


des Bildes gezogen fuhlt. Leichte Verwehungen lassen das Pigment uber 
die Bildrander hinaustreten Oder es verfangt sich in wolkigen Strukturen. 
Durch dieses Vorgehen entsteht ein «Raum aus Staub und Licht». 

Spinnennetze 

Nachdem sie sich mit dem unendlich fernen Kosmos der Nachthimmel 
beschaftigt hatte, richtete Celmins ihren Blick nun auf ein kleines «Uni- 
versum» in der Nahe: Auf ungrundierten Papieren entstanden in den 
90er Jahren Darstellungen von Spinnennetzen. Eine ganz besondere 
Lichtstimmung ist diesen Zeichnungen eigen. In den feinen Gebilden 
scheint sich ein letztes Glimmen der Nachthimmel zu zeigen. Einzelne 
Tautropfen glitzern im diffusen Zwielicht der fruhen Morgenstunden, als 
hatten die silbernen Faden Sterne der Nachthimmel eingefangen (Abb. 
Web 1, 1999). 

Die Spinne selber ist abwesend im Bild. Nur ihr Werk allein, das Netz, ist 
sichtbar. Es spannt sich parallel zur Bildebene auf, ohne die Aufhangung 
der feinen Konstruktion zu zeigen, die ausserhalb des Bildraumes ange- 
siedelt ist. Das Zusammenfallen von Netz und Bildebene in der Darstel- 
lung lasst nach einer Analogie von Spinne und Kunstlerin fragen. Vija 
Celmins vergleicht selber ihre Arbeit mit dem Vorgehen einer Spinne. 
«Dieses kleine Netz habe ich gemacht, weil ich dachte, dass eine Spinne 
dasselbe tut wie ich: Sie formt aus kleinen Stuckchen eine zweidimensio- 
nale Ebene und das sollte, na ja eine Hommage an die Spinne werden. 
Und naturlich war die Flache auch meine Flache.» 10 


Gleich der Tatigkeit einer Spinne hat die Kunstlerin hier ein Labyrinth 
aus feinsten Faden gesponnen, die sich als regelmassige Lichtspuren 
urn ein Zentrum herum und in dieses hineinbewegen. Das «Weben von 
Netzen» kann hier als eine Metapher fur den schopferischen Prozess 
der Kunstlerin gelesen werden: Ein kunstvolles Ineinanderwirken von 
kleinsten Einheiten, urn so eine Illusion aus Licht und Schatten in einer 
zweidimensionalen Flache zu erschaffen. Das glitzernde Gebilde ver- 
fuhrt das Betrachterauge mit seiner Schonheit, so dass es sich im 
feinen Gespinst zu verfangen beginnt. 

Der Natur entgegengesetzt prasentiert sich dabei das Verhaltnis von 
Fulle und Leere. Was die Spinne materiell als lineares Gebilde aufbaut, 
lasst die Kunstlerin als Papiergrund stehen und fullt die Flache durch 
Verdunkelung. Vielmehr webt sie den Hintergrund, so dass sich die 
Figur lichthaft herauszubilden beginnt. Wie schon bei den Nacht- 
himmeln sind auch hier Figur und Grund wesenhaft miteinander ver- 
bunden. Celmins' Vorgehen des Verdichtens, das «Bauen und Fullen» 
eines Gebildes, lasst sich an den «Webs» eindriicklich aufzeigen. Sie 
versteht ihre gezeichneten Werke im Ruckblick als Ausdruck des Wun- 
sches zu malen. 11 In einem erweiterten Sinne sind die Zeichnungen 
von Vija Celmins gezeichnete Gemalde - im Medium des Graphits 
Oder der Kohle. 



Bilder liber das Sehen 

Celmins wahlt die Motive der Ozeane, Wusten, Schneefelder und 
Mondoberflachen so, dass sich der narrative Gehalt auf ein Minimum 
begrenzt. Der perspektivische Raum wird auf eine geringe Tiefe redu- 
ziert. Die leichte Schraglage der Objekte erzeugt eine raumliche 
Differenz zwischen Dargestelltem und Bildoberflache, die als ein 
nach Hinten-Kippen beschrieben werden kann. Das Verhaltnis von 
Oberflache und Bildraum, von Betrachter und Bild wird stets wieder 
von neuem ausgemessen. 

Die Zeichnungen stellen hohe Anforderungen an den Sehsinn; es sind 
eigentliche «Seh-Stucke». Die Dialektik zwischen den Polen Oberfla¬ 
che und Tiefenraum, Fulle und Leere, Nahe und Feme bestimmt die 
Rezeption. Das Motiv ist gut erkennbar und suggeriert Nahe. Jede 
Welle der Wasseroberflache, jeder Stein des trockenen Wustenbo- 
dens, jeder Himmelskorper ist mit ausserster Prazision erfasst wor- 
den. Die Oberflache scheint mikroskopisch nahe ans Auge herange- 
fiihrt und gleichzeitig entzieht sie sich in ihrer Ausdehnung in weite- 
ste Fernen. Der Blick gleitet uber die Oberflache, springt zwischen 
Detail und Flache hin und her und verliert sich in der Unubersichtlich- 
keit von Einzelformen. Geduld ist gefordert urn diesen Bildern ge- 


recht zu werden. Der Faktor Zeit, der bereits bei der Herstellung des 
Bildes eine wichtige Rolle gespielt hat, kommt in der Rezeption erneut 
zum Tragen. 

Celmins Motive von endlos ausgedehnten Flachen, komprimiert in kleinen 
Bildformaten, lassen raumbestimmende Energiefelder von starker physi- 
scher Prasenz entstehen, die in der Betrachtung sinnlich erfahrbar wer¬ 
den. Durch die Partizipation des Rezipienten wird raumliches Verstandnis 
geschaffen. Im Abtasten der Oberflache bringt das Auge das Bild ein 
weiteres Mai hervor. Die Wahrnehmung stellt sich auf die existentiellen 
Grundbedingungen des Bildes ein, sie wird sozusagen neu «geeicht» auf 
die minimalen Voraussetzungen seiner Entstehung. Im verlangsamten 
Sehvorgang sind Celmins Darstellungen von unbegrenzten Raumen in 
ihrer ganzen Komplexitat erlebbar. 

Iris Kretzschmar 











«. J had been painting in an abstract-expressio¬ 
nist manner and I had tried to do passionate 
kinds of paintings because I was full of this 
energy,(...). A couple of years later, I began to 
feel that there was no meaning in it for me. I 
lost my way, I rejected it.» In: Vija Celmins 
interviewed by Chuck Close, William S. Bartman 
(Hg), Los Angeles 1992, p. 8. 

«0ne of the things that I remember being 
struck by was an Ad Reinhardt article. (...) He 
wrote twelve technical rules, or how to achieve 
things to avoid -1 loved that. No texture, no 
brushwork or calligraphy, no sketching or 
drawing. Now you see I drew but I didn’t 
sketch. What I finally did was to leave painting: 
forms, design, colour and, I thought invention. 
(...). So I was inspired to throw away as much 
as I could.» Ebd., p. 8. 

Twelve rules for a new academy, in: Art News 
(New York), Vol. LVI, No. 3, May 1957, p. 37- 
38, 56. Zit. In: Ad Reinhardt. Schriften und 
Gesprache. Thomas Kellein (Hg), Verlag Silke 
Schreiber New Yprk Munchen 1984, p.53-59. 
«Actually the first time I used photography was 
really because I had been away from my family 
and lonely. I had been going through booksto¬ 
res finding war books and tearing out little 
clippings of airplanes, bombed out places - 
nostalgic images.»In: Vija Celmins interviewed 
by Chuck Close, William S. Bartman (Hg), Los 
Angeles 1992, p. 12. 

Dieter Schwarz in: Von Edgar Degas bis 
Gerhard Richter. Arbeiten auf Papier aus der 
Sammlung des Kunstmuseums Winterthur. 
Herausgegeben von Dieter Schwarz, Kunstmu- 
seum Winterthur 2000, p. 389. 

«Es ist einfach der Versuch, eine Art physische 
Prasenz herzustellen, die uber die reine Idee 
hinausgeht.» In: Vija Celmins im Gesprach mit 
Jeanne Silverthorne, Parkett 44, 1995, p. 46. 
«So, in a way, I thought of painting as building a 
dense and multileveled structure. [...] I like to 
talk about it in terms of structuring because 
when I’m working, my instinct is to try, to build 
and to fill. To fill something until it is really full.» 
In: Vija Celmins interviewed by Chuck Close, 
William S. Bartman (Hg), New York 1992, p. 14. 
«They were drawn by not drawing them. They 
were left so that the paper became an integral 
part of the piece.»In: Vija Celmins interviewed 
by Chuck Close, William S. Bartman (Hg), New 
York 1992, p. 46. 

«Vija Celmins im Gesprach mit Jeanne Silvert- 
horne», in: Parkett 44 1995, p.45. 

Ebd. p.45. 

«l think all the last drawings were really my 
wish to paint and I just hadn’t switched to the 
brush yet.», in: Vija Celmins interviewed by 
Chuck Close, William S., Bartman (Hg), New 
York 1992, p. 54. 
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The Board of Trustees of 
The Museum of Contemporary Art 
cordially invites you to attend the 
Founders and Members Preview of 



This major mid-career retrospective of the Latvian- 
born artist Vija Celmins includes nearly 80 paintings, 
drawings, prints, and sculptural objects from the 1960s 
to the present. Close examination of physical reality and 
nature is at the core of Celmins’ art. Her work has links 
to pop art, realism, minimal abstraction and conceptual 
art and has earned her unstinting critical praise and a 
unique place in American art. 


SATURDAY EVENING 
DECEMBER 18, 1993, 7:30-11 pm 

MOCA at California Plaza 

250 South Grand Avenue, Downtown Los Angeles 

Informal Attire • No-Host Bar • Music 
Artist Book Signing 8 - 8:30 pm 

THIS INVITATION ADMITS 2 

Members may bring up to 2 additional guests for 
$ 4 each at the door. 


Untitled, (Comet), 1988 

Oil on canvas 

15 3 Ax 18'A inches 

Courtesy McKee Gallery, New York 

Collection of Edward R. Broida Trust 


Parking: Complimentary self-parking on Lower Grand Avenue in the 
California Plaza Garage with MOCA validation. If you need additional 
parking directions when attending the preview, please drive to the entrance 
of the museum (250 South Grand Avenue) and MOCA staff will assist you. 

For more information, please call Membership at 213/621-1794. 

This exhibition is organized by the Institute of Contemporary Art, 

University of Pennsylvania. 

Presentation of “Vija Celmins” at MOCA is made possible by a generous 
grant from the LLWW Foundation. 
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Paintings, sculpture, prints, and 
graphite drawings of virtuosic realism 
and poetic power 


Untitled (Big Sea #1). 1969 

Graphite on acrylic ground on paper 

Courtesy of Chermayeff & Geismer Inc., New York 










The Board of Trustees of the Henry Gallery Association 

invite you to attend the 

Members' Preview and Artist’s Reception 

for the exhibition 


Vija Celmins 
Retrospective 


Tuesday, March 30, 6 to 8 pm 

Vija Celmins will attend the reception. 


The artist will speak on March 31 at 
7:30 pm in Kane Hall, Room 120. 

For tickets to the artist’s lecture, 
and information on an evening for 
educators, exhibition tours, or related 
children’s programs, please call 
543-2281 during business hours. 


Organized by the Institute of Contemporary 
Art, Philadelphia. The exhibition and 
accompanying catalogue are made possible 
by the generous support of the Lannan 
Foundation; the National Endowment for the 
Arts; The Institute of Museum Services, a 
federal agency; the Pennsylvania Council on 
the Arts; and the Hunt Manufacturing Co. 
Foundation. Seattle presentation of the 
exhibition is made possible with the support 
of the Lannan Foundation. 


The exhibition continues through May 23. 
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Vija Qelmins Prints 

March 13 to May 31 
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20 West 57th Street Floor 7 New York N Y 10019 
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The Board of Trustees of the Newport Harbor Art Museum 
cordially invites you to attend the exhibition 

Vija Celmins 

A Survey Exhibition 

December 15, 1979 - February 3,1980 


initiated and sponsored by the 
Fellows of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 




Members' Preview: Friday, December 14, 6 to 9 p.m. AiISs 9 ,<w 
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The exhibition will travel to The Hudson River Museum, Yonkers, New York, 
and to The Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 


Supported by a grant from the 

National Endowment for the Arts in Washington, D.C., 
a Federal Agency. 


This invitation admits two 
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PAUL DILLON: TRANSFORMATIONS AND MODULATIONS 
December 11 - January 27 

NEW PHOTOGRAPHY ACQUISITIONS 
December 11 - January 30 

NATASHA'S DOLLHOUSE 
December 11 - January 6 


Illustration: 

Untitled (Big Sea #2), 1969 
graphite on acrylic ground on paper 
34 x 45 inches 

Lent by American Telephone & Telegraph Company, 
New York 
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Star Field, 1982. Graphite on paper, 18V£ x 27 in. 
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Vija Celmins' drawing 
contrasts the minuteness 
of her technique with 


the breath of the depicted 
expanse of the water. 
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Vija Celmins at Gemini, August 1982. 


VIJA CELMINS 




FIVE NEW ETCHINGS 
MARCH 1983 



MAR 2 41983 


LOb nriGtiLto OIMJNI 

MUSE" P.1 C*F ACT 


Gallery hours: M-F 9:30-5:30 
Sat. by appointment 


MAURICE TUCHMAN, CURATOR 
LOS ANGELES CTY MUSEUM 
OF ART 

5905 WlLSHlRE SLVD 
LOS ANGELES. CA 900J6 


GEMINI G.E.L. 8365 MELROSE AVE 


** ** 


















<LEUVUi'lS> 


cirrus 1970-1980 


\J IJA 


LIBRARY 
JAN 18 1980 

L “svr ,y 


Port I 

November 18 through December 9 
Opening November 18,1 to 5 p.m. 

Port II 

January 6 through February 2 
Opening January 6,1 to 5 p.m. 



Please note 
change of address: 
Cirrus Gallery 

542 So. Fllameda St. 
Los Angeles, CA 90015 
(215) 680-5475 













Vijo Celmins 
Untitled, 1975 
Edition of 75 lithographs 


Cirrus editions 

542 So. Alameda Street 
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Vija Celmins "PRINTS 1970 - 1992" 

January 15 - March 12, 1994 


Front: 

Untitled (Ocean) . 1972 
Lithograph, ed. 65 
28 1/2" x 46" 

Cirrus Editions, Ltd. 



Mr. Howard Fox 
LACMA 

5905 Wilshire Blvd. 

Los Angeles, CA 90036 


CIRRUS • 542 South Alameda Street, Los Angeles, CA 90013 • (213) 680-3473*FAX (213) 680-0930 


******** 












Vija Celmins 

Institute of Contemporary Art • University of Pennsylvania 

118 South 36th Street, at Sansom • Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104 • 215 898-7108 

November 6, 1992-January 17, 1993 

Opening reception: Friday, November 6, 5:30-7:30 pm 

A series of programs related to the exhibition will be held on Wednesdays at 6 pm. 

Please call for information. 


Illustrated catalogue with essays by Judith Tannenbaum, curator of the exhibition, Douglas Blau, and Dave Hickey. 


This exhibition, which includes paintings, drawings, sculpture, and prints dating from 1964 to 1992 , has been made possible 
by the generous support of the National Endowment for the Arts; Institute of Museum Services, a federal agency; Pennsylva¬ 
nia Council on the Arts; Hunt Manufacturing Co. Foundation; and friends and members of the Institute of Contemporary 
Art. After its presentation at ICA, the exhibition travels to the Henry Art Gallery, University of Washington, Seattle; Walker 
Art Center, Minneapolis; Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; and Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. 


Gallery hours: Wednesday 10 AM -7 PM > Thursday-Sunday, 10 AM -5 p M, closed Monday and Tuesday 


Photo: To Fix the Image in Memory (detail), 1977-8z, acrylic-painted cast bronze and original stone, collection of the Edward R. Broida Trust 








front: 

To Fix' TkE Image in Memory 
1977-1982 

eleven pairs of acrylic-painted 
bronzes and original stones 
Collection Edward R. Broida 
Trust, Palm Beach, Florida 


The exhibition Vi/A Celmins 
will be on view at the Waiter 
June 6 —August 8. 

Vi/A Celmins was 
organized by the Institute 
of Contemporary Art, 
Philadelphia. The exhibition 
and its accompanying cata¬ 
logue have been made possible 
by the generous support of the 
Lannan Foundation; the 
National Endowment for the 
Arts; the Institute of Museum 
Services, a federal agency; 
the Pennsylvania Council on 
the Arts; and the Hunt 
Manufacturing Co. 

Foundation. 
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Contributing members of the Walter Art Center and their guests are 
cordially invited to a reception 
honoring artist nr /# • 

Vi; a 

Celmins 


Host Committee 

Leslee and Daniel Avchen 
Robin Boman 
Lucia and Andrew Duff 
Gretchen and Doug Gildner 
Carolyn Glasoe 
Adam Gottesman 
DebHopp 

Lisa and Paul Landry 
Kati and Mark Lovaas 
Pam and TedMondaie 
Kimberly and Timothy Montgomery 
Tom Owens and Stephanie Prem 
Debby and David Romness 
Marissa and Ken Rosenblum 
Nancy and Larry Saliterman 
Lynne and Howard Stacker 
David Sternberg 
John Taft and Martha McPhee 
Marjorie and Irv Weiser 
Susan and Rob White 
Eileen and Bruce Zwick 


Saturday, June 5, 1993 
8:50 pM Gallery 8 Restaurant 

$20 per person 

Preview the retrospective exhibition of Celmins’ 
stunning drawings , paintings, and sculptures, and 
enjoy music, food , dancing , and cocktails. 
Cash bar Hors d ’oeuvres Live music 
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Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia 

'MINISTERIO DE EDUCACION Y CULTURA 


VIJA CELMINS 

Obras 1964-1996 


/ 


Exposicion comisariada por 
James Lingwood y organizada por el 
Institute of Contemporary Arts de Londres* 
en colaboracidn con el Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 
el Kunstmuseum Winterthur y el 
Museum fur Moderne Kunst de Frankfurt 


Con el patrocinio de: 

IBERIA am 


LA MINISTRA DE EDUCAClftN Y CULTURA 

y en su nombre el Director del 

Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia 

se complace en invitarle a la inauguracion de la exposicion 

VIJA CELMINS 

Obras 1964-1996 

el martes, 21 de enero, a las 20,00 h., en el 
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia 


Santa Isabel, 52. Madrid 1997 




Front cover: Night Sky Painting #1, 1991. 

Oil on canvas on wood panel. 18 3 /s x 22Vs inches 

Right: Desert Surface # 2 , 1991. 

Alkyd oil on wood panel. 18 x 22Vs inches 
























FEBRUARY 29 TO APRIL 4, 1992 

OPENING SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 29, FROM 4 TO 7 PM 


MCKEE GALLERY 


745 FIFTH AVENUE, NEW YORK, NY 10151 
TEL 212/688-5951 FAX 212/752-5638 
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Gemini G.E.L., 1985 Photo: Sidney B. Felsfen 





Vija Celmins 


December 19, 1993 - February 6, 1994 
The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 



Untitled (Comet), 1988 

Oil on canvas, 1 5 3 /a x 1 8 '/a inches 

Collection of the Edward R. Broida Trust, 

Palm Beach, Florida 

Courtesy McKee Gallery, New York 




As the works in this exhibition reveal, Vija 
Celmins's art has maintained a remarkable 
consistency of vision over three decades. 
Although she has worked in a variety of media 
(graphite on paper, sculpture, oil on canvas), 
her work has always examined issues 
concerning the intense observation of physical 
reality and its transformation into art. 

Bom in 1938 in Latvia in Eastern Europe, 
Celmins and her family, fleeing World War II, 
relocated first to Germany and then in 1948 
to the United States. She attended art school 
in Indianapolis, received a fellowship to Yale 
University summer school, and moved to Los 
Angeles to attend UCLA on a scholarship. 

After receiving her MFA from UCLA in 1 965, 
Celmins remained in Venice, teaching at the 
University of California, Irvine, and California 
Institute of the Arts. 

Like many young artists of her generation, 
when she began painting her work showed the 
influence of Abstract Expressionism, though she 
quickly moved on to develop her own style, 
forging a unique artistic path. The earliest 
works shown here - matter-of-fact still lifes of 
ordinary household items that surrounded her in 
her Venice studio - embody the artist's process, 
her acute observation of physical reality, and 
the transference of this physicality from three 
dimensions to two with a lack of gesture or 
discernible "style." She painted food, dishes, 
and appliances (many of these works do not 
survive); in a 1978 interview, Celmins remarked 
that while she painted most everything around 


Hot Plate, 1964 
Oil on canvas, 25 x 35 inches 
Courtesy of McKee Gallery, 

New York 

her, she was particularly interested in "things 
that turned on," as evidenced by Fan, Hot Plate , 
Lamp # 1, and Heater (all 1 964). 

Also in 1 964, she executed several 
paintings showing disembodied arms pointing 
smoking, just-fired revolvers ( Pistol and Gun with 
Hand #/), perhaps recalling violent wartime 
memories from her childhood. The 1 965 
sculpture House #1 also has autobiographical 
resonance: as well as a repeat of the smoking 
gun image, the miniature house depicts a 
crashing plane and a train. Celmins's father 
was by profession a house builder; the images 
of destruction painted on the small structure 
again reflect the horror of war. 

In 1 965 Celmins continued to represent 
images of war with a series of realistically 
painted American and German aircraft, based 
upon clippings of wartime images that she had 
been collecting. Derived from black-and-white 
photographs, the grisaille (defined as tonalities, 
especially greys, used to represent three- 
dimensionality) planes seem to be more a 
memory of reality than a re-creation of it. 

They are reminiscent of the source photos from 
which they were taken, or of war movies 
flickering on a black-and-white television. 

In the late sixties, Celmins created several 
meticulously accurate, larger-than-life-sized 
sculptures. While works such as Comb 
(1 968-70), Pink Pearl Eraser ( 1 966-67), 
and Pencil (1 967) may seem to either express 
a Surrealist sensibility or share affinities with the 
works of a Pop artist like Claes Oldenburg, 







they again are illustrative of the artist's intensity 
in looking and then painstakingly re-creating a 
certain notion of reality. (Her other notable 
foray into making sculpture was To Fix the 
Image in Memory (1 977-82). This 
remarkable work consists of eleven real rocks 
Celmins collected on trips to New Mexico 
paired with eleven exact hand-made 
duplications in bronze and acrylic paint.) 

Celmins next began to work in graphite 
on paper. In 1969 she made drawings 
based on newly available satellite 
photographs of the surface of the moon, a 
geography that she could never actually see in 
person (only through reproductions or television 
transmissions), thus turning away from mundane 
objects to those out in the inaccessible 
stratosphere. Continuing to work with graphite, 
she also turned to another vast subject: the 
ocean. Based upon photographs that she took 
while walking with her dog on Venice Beach, 
Celmins's depictions of the ocean are startling 
in their clarity, texture, and detail; yet, while the 
illusion of looking out over the surface of the 
ocean is there, the physical presence of the 
graphite itself reminds the viewers that they are 
looking at a drawing. 

Night skies filled with stars and other 
celestial bodies became the focus of another 
group of Celmins's drawings. Such works as 
Galaxy (Cassiopeia) (1973), Galaxy #/ and 
#4 (Coma Bernices) (both 1973), and Star 
Field I (1982) illustrate the working up of the 
graphite on acrylic ground, leaving the white of 
the paper to show through as pinpoints of light. 


To Fix the Image in Memory, 1977-82 
Eleven pairs of acrylic-painted bronzes 
and original stones 
Various dimensions 

Collection of the Edward R. Broida Trust, 
Palm Beach, Florida 

Again, a multi-dimensional vastness is carefully 
studied and brought onto the two-dimensional 
picture plane by the artist's control of the pencil 
and ground relationship. She also made 
drawings during this time —again taken from 
photographs-of desert floors scattered with 
rocks and pebbles of varying sizes and textures. 

Celmins moved to New York in 1981, 
and she resumed painting after almost twenty 
years. Her most recent canvases have 
returned to images of the night sky and the 
ocean, but given the artist's approach, and the 
handling of two very different media, the effect 
is not the same as that of the drawings. 
Nonetheless, the paintings and works on 
paper share the same meticulous building up 
of the surface of the work, and an ever present 
awareness of the physical reality-the 
flatness - of the picture plane. 

Vija Celmins's work has always been 
concerned with the act of looking: the intense 
observation required of the artist in order to 
create the works, and that required of the 
viewer, who must often move in close and really 
look. The objects depicted seem somehow 
familiar, yet upon closer inspection they really 
are not. Or, if they are, they have become 
known to us through the black-and-white prism 
of photography or television, not firsthand 
observation, enabling a moonscape to become 
as "familiar" as an electric heater. 

"My work does not exist in a world of its own. 

It is for the spectator. ... It asks participation to 
come alive. . . -Vija Celmins 






This exhibition was organized by the Institute of 
Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia. The exhibition and its 
accompanying catalogue have been made 
possible by the generous support of the Lannan 
Foundation; the National Endowment for the 
Arts; the Institute of Museum Services, a federal 
agency; and the Pennsylvania Council on the 
Arts. Presentation of "Vija Celmins" at MOCA is 
made possible by a generous grant from the 
LLWW Foundation. 


Vija Celmins. Los Angeles: A.R.T. Press, 1 992. 
The artist is interviewed by Chuck Close. 


Further Reading 

Vija Celmins. Philadelphia: Institute of 
Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 

1 992. Essays by exhibition curator Judith 
Tannenbaum, Dave Hickey, and Douglas Blau. 


Art Talks 


A series of informal discussions in the galleries, 
Art Talks are free with museum admission and 


open to the public. 


Photos: Sarah Wells 


Sunday, December 1 9, 1:00 pm 

Judith Tannenbaum, ICA Associate Director; 

curator of the exhibition 

Thursday, February 3, 6:30 pm 
Kenneth Baker, art critic, San Francisco 
Chronicle 

Tours 

Join a twenty-minute tour providing an overview 
of MOCA'S exhibitions. Tours are held 
Thursday through Sunday at 1 and 2 pm, 
and begin at the Information Center. 

For more information about Education 
Department programs, please call 
213/621-1751. 

Educational programs at MOCA are made 
possible by a generous grant from the 

W.M. KECK FOUNDATION 

The Museum of Contemporary Art 

MOCA at California Plaza 
250 South Grand Avenue 
Los Angeles, California 9001 2 


For exhibition information, call 
213/621-6222 (TDD 213/621-1651) 
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Vija Celmins is a West Coast artist not often seen 
on the East Coast. Since 1964 she has regularly ex¬ 
hibited objects, paintings and drawings. The sub¬ 
jects of her drawings have been the parched desert, 
the cratered moon and, most recently, the infinite 
sea. The drawings in this exhibition focus on the 
sea and its apparent infinity. 

There are a number of paradoxes that come to 
mind when looking at the work of Vija Celmins. 
The major concern of her work is the paradox of 
continuum. She sets up her drawing within a care¬ 
fully defined border, so the continuum is only ap¬ 
parent because the drawing does not extend off the 
edge of the paper. To investigate that continuum 
Celmins chooses such timeless, endless subjects as 
the sea, the desert and the moon. All these images 
appear infinite. However, the artist’s isolation of the 
images defines their borders. She freezes the image. 
Hence the infinite is limited by the artist. In Cel- 
mins’ case the initial stage of limitation is her 
choice of photograph; the final product is a trans¬ 
lation of the photo image. Celmins’ hand and eye 
transform this objective mechanical image into a 
personal vision. 

The space, light and use of edges define the effects 
of Celmins’ subjective image. She creates a space 
that is simultaneously infinite and shallow. The 


perspective is ambiguous. We can sometimes sight 
a high horizon point in her drawings, allowing us 
to feel that at least one of the points of view is 
somewhere below the picture plane. Still, it is im¬ 
possible to situate oneself firmly in terms of that 
high horizon point. The eye drifts according to the 
peripheral expanse of the drawing. The studied 
placement of the drawing on a large piece of paper 
heightens the effect of the frozen edges, which 
truncate the image unexpectedly. The border in¬ 
trudes on the continuous space. 

The surface reinforces this ambiguous space. No 
one gesture is more pronounced than any other. 
The overall effect is what counts. Each gesture 
interlocks with another, creating a fluid graphite 
surface. Her drawings are the outcome of per¬ 
sonally detailed marks, gestures. We admire the 
slowness of the process, its precise execution. 

It is ironical that Celmins’ transformation of the 
mechanical creates a subjective, contemplative im¬ 
age. The effect of viewing these drawings as para¬ 
doxes is not disturbing. The paradoxes are gentle. 
The ambiguities encourage not confusion, but 
quiet thought. 

Elke M. Solomon 
Associate Curator, Prints and Drawings 


Vija Celmins 

1939 Born, Riga, Latvia. 

1965 University of California, Los Angeles, M.F.A. 
Teaches at University of California, Irvine. 

Selected Group Exhibitions 

1964 David Stuart Gallery, Los Angeles. 

1965 Macy’s, New York, West Coast Artists. 

1966 Philadelphia Museum of Art, 13 Views of 
the West. The Egg and Eye Gallery, Los 
Angeles, Collection of Limited Editions. 

1967 David Stuart Gallery, Los Angeles. 

1968 Lytton Art Center, Los Angeles. Tampa Bay 
Art Center, Florida. University of Califor¬ 
nia, Irvine, Faculty ’68. University of Colo¬ 
rado, Boulder, and University of New Mex¬ 
ico, Albuquerque, Drawings of the ’60’s. 

1969 David Stuart Gallery, Los Angeles. Fort 
Worth Art Center Museum, Texas, Contem¬ 
porary Drawing Show. 

1970 University of California, Santa Barbara, 
Drawing 1970. Whitney Museum of Ameri¬ 
can Art, New York, Annual of Contempo¬ 
rary American Sculpture. The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, Art Lending Serv¬ 
ice, Paperworks. 

1971 Mizuno Gallery, Los Angeles, Group Ex¬ 
hibition. La Jolla Museum of Art, Califor¬ 
nia, Continuing Surrealism. Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, 24 Young Artists. 


La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Art, 
California, Earth , Animal , Vegetable and 
Mineral. 

1972 Institute of Contemporary Art, University of 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, The Topography 
of Nature. Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, California Prints. Janie C. Lee Gal¬ 
lery, Dallas, Texas, Drawings. Mizuno Gal¬ 
lery, Los Angeles, Group Exhibition. San 
Francisco Art Institute, Four LA Artists. 

1973 Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York, American Drawings 1963-73. 

Selected Solo Exhibitions 

1965 Dickson Art Center, University of Califor¬ 
nia, Los Angeles. 

1966 David Stuart Gallery, Los Angeles. 

1969 Mizuno Gallery, Los Angeles. 

1973 Mizuno Gallery, Los Angeles. 

Awards 

Wolcott Award for travel in Europe, 1962. 

UCLA Academic Fellowships, 1962-1965. 

Cassandra Foundation Award, 1968. 

National Endowment for the Arts, 1970-1971. 

Selected Public Collections 

Fort Worth Art Center Museum, Texas. 

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California. 

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. 


Catalogue 

All drawings are on paper with graphite on acrylic- 
sprayed ground. Dimensions are given in inches, 
height preceding width. 

1. Untitled, 1972. 

614 x 40, composition. 

30 x 44, sheet. 

Lent by Ms. Masako Watanabe, Los Angeles. 

2. Untitled, 1972. 

614 x 40, composition. 

30 x 44, sheet. 

Lent by Odyssia Gallery, New York. 

3. Untitled, 1972. 

614 x 40, composition. 

30 x 44, sheet. 

Lent by Barry Lowen, Los Angeles. 

4. Untitled, 1973. 

614 x 40, composition. 

30 x 44, sheet. 

Lent by the Grinstein Family, Los Angeles. 


8. Untitled, 1973. 

10 x 13, composition. 
12 x 15, sheet. 

Lent by the artist. 

9. Untitled, 1973. 
10x13, composition. 
12 x 15, sheet. 

Lent by the artist. 

10. Untitled, 1973. 

10 x 13, composition. 
12 x 15, sheet. 

Lent by the artist. 

11. Untitled, 1973. 

10 x 13, composition. 
12 x 15, sheet. 

Lent by the artist. 

12. Untitled, 1973. 
10x13, composition. 
12x15, sheet. 

Lent by the artist. 


5. Untitled, 1973. 

8 x 97, composition. 

12 x 100, sheet. 

Lent by Mizuno Gallery, Los Angeles. 

6. Untitled, 1973. 

8 x 97, composition. 

12 x 100, sheet. 

Lent by Ms. Riko Mizuno, Los Angeles. 

7. Untitled, 1973. 

614 x 40, composition. 

30 x 44, sheet. 

Lent by Ms. Riko Mizuno, Los Angeles. 


October 4-November 4, 1973 

Whitney Museum of American Art 

945 Madison Avenue 
New York, New York 10021 
Telephone (212) 249-4100 


Cover: Untitled, 1973. 
Photography by Taka Fukuda. 
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